CHAPTER IX
1900-1932
Accommodation at the British Museum. The Copyright Bill. Claims
of Wales for a depository. Campaign in Parliament against delivery.
The Copyright Act, 1911. Exclusion of certain .literature from the
British Museum.
OWING to the strict enforcement of the copyright privilege at the
British Museum, lack of space for book storage had become a
serious problem by the end of the nineteenth century. Public
attention at this time was so completely absorbed by the events
of the South African War that, but for Sidney Lee's timely letter
in The Times of 4 May 1900, the British Museum Bill would have
probably received scant notice outside Parliament.
The Bill in its original form consisted of two clauses. The first
authorized the Trustees to transfer from the Museum to any
county or borough councils in England and Scotland files of local
newspapers for which these local authorities could find a practical
use.1 The second clause empowered the Trustees to destroy all
such unwanted material as wall diaries, wall texts, trade advertise-
ments, Christmas, birthday, wedding, and funeral cards, dupli-
cates of single volumes, broken sets of periodicals, etc. Power
was also given to destroy all their valueless printed matter of a
date not earlier than 1660, subject to the approval of a Select
Committee of both Houses of Parliament.
The proposal eventually met with considerable opposition
from both inside the House and from many quarters outside,
including the press,2 The Bill was not introduced on the initia-
tive of the Trustees, but under pressure from the Treasurer, who
wished to avoid expenditure on additional accommodation.
1 The idea of depositing newspapers -with various local authorities arose
from a suggestion made in 1880-1 by Lord Lingen, the then Secretary to
the Treasury.
* It was commonly believed that the Bill did not so much represent the
real wishes of the Trustees as the parsimony of the Treasury in refusing to
authorize the extension of the British Museum Library premises, which had
become greatly congested.